I am an unabashed potter groupie; I could sit and watch a skilled potter work all day long. As I have traveled about the Southeast and Caribbean, I have been lucky on occasion to be rained out of archaeological fieldwork when a traditional pottery shop was nearby. You know my perspective, so let's talk about the excellent DVD, The Potters of Buur Heybe, Somalia.
In 25 minutes, this DVD takes us from clay pits through finished vessels in use. Women gather the clay from a communal clay bed, a half mile from the village. The potters, 20 of the 400 people in the village, are all male. They mix dry clay powder, water, and leftover clay slip, and then knead the clay. There is no aging of clay; it is mixed and then used immediately.
The production process varies with the type of vessel. Round bottomed, cooking pots are built inverted, starting with the rim. Flat-bottomed pots begin with a flat, basal disk. Coil construction is the rule, and a small turntable is used to help even the pot on all sides (but this is not wheel-thrown pottery). The local clays are exceptionally forgiving, allowing significant thinning and shaping as the vessels reach different points in their drying. A wooden scraper, a seashell, and a wooden paddle (but no anvil) are the major potting tools. The DVD is a little jumpy through the construction process; I would have preferred to see one form taken through the entire process, rather jumping form to form.
Decoration is applied to leather-hard vessels. Incising is the only mode of decoration depicted, and a combination of longitudinal lines and sets of parallel obliques are the dominant motifs. Specific designs are named, but have no particular meaning. When asked what the decoration of a pot denotes, the potters and users say, "they mean Buur Heybe."
The pots undergo firing in expedient stacks of dead wood and grassy weeds. After preheating of the large pots, a stack of 40-50 pots is created. Dead wood is stacked around the outside, and gaps are filled with weeds. The typical firing takes one hour, and the potter knows the desired temperature has been reached when the pots turn red. A firing temperature is not specified, but temperatures of 500-600 degrees centigrade might be expected from such firings.
Once the pots enter the use realm, males rarely ever touch them again. Eighty percent of their production is sold outside the community, including vessels traded to seasonally mobile herders. Within the village, women do all the cooking and water collection. The clay pot continues to be used because it is less expensive than metal pots, and because clay vessels make the food taste better. For those of us unlikely to stop by Buur Heybe on our next rain day or when our next project is finished early, this DVD is as close as we will get to a visit with these potters. I enjoyed my visit, and I recommend this DVD to readers of this Newsletter.
